In the twilight years of the Brazilian dictatorship and during the first decade after the return to democracy, there was a boom in printed accounts about torture, repression, and the role of the armed struggle in the resistance to the regime. These works responded to the silences imposed on the country during military rule and the government censorship that had carefully filtered information to the public. While essential in the effort to recuperate the history of the radical opposition to the generals in power and in the denunciation of human rights violations by agents of the state, these versions of Brazil's recent past created an overall impression that the military's imposition of the National Security Doctrine against internal and external subversion and its repressive measures had the singleminded objective of purging the nation of communist influences.
In recent years Brazilian historians, along with a lesser number of colleagues in the United States and Europe, have produced a considerable variety of new studies that have broadened the approaches to analyzing this period. Scholars have debated the nature of the regime (Was it a military or civilian-military dictatorship?), its legacies in shaping Brazilian democracy, and whether radical oppositionists were resistance fighters in the defense of democracy or revolutionaries pushing for socialism. Works have Published by Oxford University Press 2017. This work is written by a US Government employee and is in the public domain in the US. examined the role of exiles and international solidarity in challenging the government; the involvement of the United States, Great Britain, and France in the coup d'état and in supporting the repressive apparatus; and the participation of entrepreneurs and other social groups in sustaining the armed forces in power for two decades.
In part as a result of the Brazilian National Truth Commission (2012-14), as well as similar state and local investigatory bodies, a new generation of scholars is now mining the archives to consider other aspects of life under authoritarian rule in an effort to create a more holistic understanding of the varied ways in which the dictatorship affected the country. Standing out among these works is Securing Sex, which radically broadens our understanding of the conservative forces that shaped the discourses and the practices of the generals in power.
Few would contest the anti-Communist preoccupations of those that took control of the state in 1964 at the height of the Cold War, but most scholars have paid little attention to the notions of family, tradition, and morality that were dominant themes in the mobilizations against the leftist government of João Goulart (1961-64) and remained embedded in the justifications for repressing the opposition and remaining in power. The popular unrest of the early 1960s coincided with gradual shifts in sexual and social practices among sectors of the middle classes that positioned themselves against the new political order. Cowan convincingly shows us in a meticulous analysis of documents produced by the military regime and its defenders that the generals went far beyond pursuing communists and corruption, as they tried to purge the nation of its allegedly polluted past. According to his analysis, the new wielders of political power considered that gender disorder and sexual promiscuity among Brazil's youth, especially the supposed increase in homosexuality, were eroding traditional Christian values, the family, and the state. This moral panic among the regime's supporters permeated their understanding of modern Brazilian society's woes and was a driving motivation in their efforts to re-moralize the nation, as manifested in the obligatory "moral and civics" courses required in all schools, to offer one obvious example.
Of course the irony of right-wing ideologues' insistence that radical opponents of the regime were depraved homosexuals, promiscuous libertines, and indiscriminate drug-users was the fact that the Marxist organizations that took up arms to challenge the regime in the late 1960s and the early 1970s, as well as other sectors of the left, themselves maintained strict moral codes that disdained the blurring of traditional gender roles and same-sex sexuality, to say nothing of the use of marijuana and other mind-altering banned substances. Ideology, however, trumped reality as conservative forces insisted that manifestations of an emergent counterculture in Brazil and changing sexual and gender behavior were conscious and concerted efforts of radical students and guerrilla fighters who sought to subvert all aspects of Brazilian society.
As Cowan has carefully documented, the sexual and moral panic that abounded in the writings of reactionaries was not isolated to the tirades of the hardcore Catholic right. By offering a comprehensive intellectual history of the ideas of conservative forces through a wide array of sources, he shows how pervasive these views were. In that regard, he presents an important corrective to unilateral accounts about the regime's ideological justifications for seizing and staying in power.
Just as previous scholars have insisted on using gender as a category of historical analysis in constructing political, social, and cultural histories, this revisionist reading of the military regime's ideologues and defenders offers essential insights into how to rethink the Brazilian right. Securing Sex challenges scholars to rewrite the traditional historical narratives about the dictatorship. This work should have a significant impact on Brazilian historiography. It will also be a useful tool in understanding the current conservative moral resurgence impelled by Evangelical Christians that have wedded themselves to new rightwing political movements. It is also a model for how scholars might revisit any consideration of the authoritarian regimes that took power throughout Latin America (or other parts of the world) in the 1960 and 70s. Hopefully, a Portuguese-language version of this path-breaking work will soon be available to reach a wide audience in Brazil and more effectively influence historical production in that country. The pivotal battles of the civil rights movement in the South took place in the midst of dramatic transformation in the region's economy. Beginning with New Deal-era policies and programs that incentivized mechanization of southern agriculture, the vast armies of black plantation workers whose cheap labor had generated much of the region's wealth and whose physical containment and political immobilization formed the basis of Jim Crow suddenly became superfluous and, in the wake of the civil rights revolution, politically empowered. Within the span of a single generation, black workers in the rural South went from being essential to disposable, from highly exploited labor to, as historian Greta de Jong puts it in the opening pages of this masterful book, "workers whose labor was no longer needed-and who could now vote" (4). Focusing on the Black Belt counties of Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, de Jong traces the struggle for economic justice from the collapse of sharecropping through the civil rights movement to the present. De Jong focuses on the implementation, conservative counter-mobilization, and ambiguous legacy of the War on Poverty. Initially, the Office of Economic Opportunity played a critical role in providing rural blacks a means of bypassing racist local officials and securing direct access to money and resources. De Jong details such successes as the Tufts-Delta Health Center in Mound Bayou, Mississippi, a health center and outpatient clinic founded in 1967 and dedicated to addressing the root causes of disease and illness in the deeply impoverished black communities of the Mississippi Delta.
For rural blacks, securing access to federal dollars was not an end in itself, but instead understood as a means for achieving political and economic autonomy. By the mid 1960s, de Jong shows, a low-income cooperative movement had taken hold in the rural South. These collectively owned and
